Submission on the Disability Support Services Bill
Protecting the Relational and Eligibility-Based Nature of Disability Support Services in New Zealand
To the Social Services and Community Select Committee,
Tēnā koutou katoa,
My name is __________________________.
I am:
· disabled / tāngata whaikaha / whānau hauā / family carer / provider / support worker / community member 
I am writing to express serious concern about the direction and structure of the Disability Support Services Bill and ask the Select Committee to reject the Bill in its current form.
One of the most important issues that must be understood in considering this Bill is that Disability Support Services (DSS) in New Zealand have historically operated as an eligibility-based support system, not a universal entitlement system. 
This distinction is critically important.
Under the current disability support framework, access to DSS-funded supports generally depends on a person:
· meeting eligibility criteria 
· having disability-related needs identified through assessment 
· requiring ongoing support because of the impact of disability on everyday life 
The process used to determine support needs is not intended to operate as a simple transactional or rules-based entitlement model. Instead, it is designed as a relational and person-centred process, primarily undertaken through NASCs (Needs Assessment and Service Coordination organisations). 
The NASC process is intended to involve conversations with disabled people and whānau about:
· goals and aspirations 
· daily living needs 
· support requirements 
· family and whānau circumstances 
· safeguarding considerations 
· participation in community life 
· available supports and services 
· changing circumstances over time 
In principle, the disability support system is intended to assess the whole person and their situation, rather than simply applying rigid entitlement rules. 
A functioning eligibility-based disability support system therefore relies heavily on:
· trust and relationships 
· skilled assessment 
· consistency and fairness 
· transparency 
· safeguards and review processes 
· flexibility and responsiveness 
· adequate funding and workforce capacity 
· person-centred decision-making 
However, this type of system also carries risks if safeguards and transparency are weak, because decisions can become inconsistent, subjective, or difficult to challenge. 
This is one reason why many disabled people and families already experience frustration and anxiety with aspects of the NASC system and support allocation processes. 
Difference Between an Eligibility System and an Entitlement System
This distinction is important because the Ministry of Social Development (MSD) also administers a number of entitlement-based systems, particularly within welfare and income support. 
An entitlement system generally operates differently from an eligibility-based disability support system.
In an entitlement system:
· eligibility criteria are more rigidly prescribed 
· people receive defined supports if they meet specific statutory thresholds 
· decisions are often more transactional and rules-based 
· assessment processes are generally less relational and less individualised 
· operational consistency and administrative control are prioritised 
· systems tend to focus more heavily on compliance, verification, and standardised criteria 
Examples include many forms of income support and benefit administration. 
By contrast, disability support systems have historically attempted to operate more flexibly and relationally because disability support needs are often highly individual, variable, and contextual. 
Two people with the same diagnosis may require very different supports depending on:
· family circumstances 
· living arrangements 
· cultural context 
· communication needs 
· trauma history 
· community supports 
· health conditions 
· environmental barriers 
· personal goals and aspirations 
This is why comprehensive needs assessment and person-centred approaches have traditionally been seen as essential within disability support systems. 
Concerns About the Direction of the Bill
A major concern with the current Bill is that it may unintentionally shift the disability support system toward a more rigid entitlement-style administrative framework while still retaining broad operational discretion. 
This creates significant risks.
There is concern that:
· comprehensive needs assessment processes could become narrower and more compliance-focused 
· operational criteria may become increasingly restrictive 
· support allocation may become more standardised and transactional 
· flexibility and person-centred decision-making could be reduced 
· family and “natural supports” may increasingly be factored into eligibility decisions 
· administrative gatekeeping may increase 
· disabled people may experience reduced autonomy and choice 
At the same time, many of the safeguards that would normally balance these risks appear unclear or deferred to secondary legislation and operational policy. 
This creates uncertainty about how the system will function in practice. 
There is also concern that importing more entitlement-system thinking into disability support risks undermining the original vision and purpose of DSS and Enabling Good Lives principles. 
Disability support is not simply an administrative transaction. It is a relational support system intended to help disabled people live their lives with dignity, inclusion, participation, and independence. 
If the system becomes overly compliance-driven, operationally rigid, or focused primarily on controlling access and expenditure, it risks eroding the person-centred foundations of disability support in New Zealand. 
That is why the structure, safeguards, operational settings, and philosophy underpinning this Bill are so important. 
Recommendations
I ask the Select Committee to:
· Reject the Bill in its current form 
· Ensure the disability support system remains person-centred and relational 
· Protect the integrity of the comprehensive needs assessment processes 
· Ensure safeguards, transparency, and accountability are strengthened 
· Avoid shifting the system toward overly rigid entitlement-style administrative models 
· Ensure disabled people and whānau are actively involved in redesigning the legislation 
· Ensure future legislation reflects Enabling Good Lives principles and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
Disabled people deserve a support system that recognises the complexity of our lives and supports us as people, not simply as administrative cases.
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